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On Oct. 21, the Argentine Senate approved a series of constitutional reforms with the required
two-thirds majority. The initiatives must now be voted on in the Chamber of Deputies. Under the
reforms, a president would be allowed to serve two consecutive terms in office, while the length
of the presidential term would be reduced from six to four years. Other reforms contained in the
package include: direct elections for the post of mayor of Buenos Aires; elimination of the mandate
that legally binds the executive branch to maintain eight government ministries; expansion of
the legislative session from five months to ten months; reduction of the term for Senators from
nine to six years; transfer to Congress of responsibility for negotiations on the foreign debt and for
declaring a state of emergency; and elimination of a requirement that the country's president and
vice president must be self-proclaimed Catholics. In exchange for a key vote from one member
of an opposition party, the ruling Justicialista (Peronist) Party reduced the number of proposed
constitutional changes by about half. Critics charged that the move demonstrates that the only
constitutional reform of importance to the Justicialista party was the one on presidential reelection.
Under that reform, President Carlos Menem could run again in the 1995 elections. In the Chamber
of Deputies, the majority held by the Justicialistas and their allies is smaller than in the Senate. As
a result of legislative elections held Oct. 3, in which the Justicialistas won a large victory, the party
is expected to be able to deliver between 140 and 150 votes in favor of the constitutional reforms
in the Chamber (for previous coverage of elections see NotiSur 10/08/93). However, in order to
pass, the package must receive at least 172 votes. In an attempt to bolster the government's hand
in the Chamber of Deputies, one day after the Senate vote, Menem convoked a plebiscite on the
constitutional reform package. The plebiscite will be held on Nov. 21. Although plebiscite results
are non-binding, Menem hopes a strong show of public support for the measure will influence
opposition senators to vote in favor of the package. The leadership of the country's main opposition
party, the Radical Civic Union (Union Civica Radical, UCR), has expressed strong opposition to the
reforms, especially to the reelection clause. But some party leaders have indicated they support the
reforms, an indication of a growing split in party ranks. Meanwhile, many opposition party leaders
have rejected the proposed plebiscite as a "pressure tactic" by Menem. UCR Deputy Jorge Vanossi
called the move, "yet another turn of the screw in the coercion process," and said Menem was trying
to create "an asphyxiating political climate" for deputies who oppose the constitutional reforms.
A broad alliance of parties the UCR, the Frente Grande coalition of leftist parties, and the Socialist
Unity (Unidad Socialista) party have joined together in order to jointly back a "No" campaign in the
plebiscite. (Sources: Inter Press Service, 10/20/93, 10/22/93; Agence France-Presse, 10/24/93, 10/27/93,
11/01/93; Spanish news service EFE, 10/21/93, 10/23/93, 10/24/93, 10/26-28/93, 10/30/93, 11/02/93,
11/03/93; Notimex, 11/03/93)
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